Augsburg University

Idun
Theses and Graduate Projects
2000

A Case Study of Servant-Leadership
Juli Rasmussen

Follow this and additional works at: https://idun.augsburg.edu/etd
Part of the Leadership Studies Commons

Augsburg College
Llndell Library
Minneapolis, MN SS4S4

A Case Study of Servant-Leadership

By

Juli Rasmussen
MAL 597

MAL

Thesis
Thesle
Rasmus

Abstract

This case study poses the following question; does Greenleafs servantleadership theory provide a sufficientty comprehensive framework for effective
leadership?
This study offers a review of literature that explores five key tenets of
servant-leadership. These tenets include the exploration of the interconnections
between leader, follower and institution, the idea that individuals are active
agents in the creation of their life, the transformational nature of servantleadership, the importance of a common purpose or vision and the use of
persuasion as the primary means of influence.
The second half of the study is dedicated to evaluating the theory in
practice. The case study considers the work and life of a senior officer in a midsize financial services organization, The study is presented in a series of three
scenarios that are told in a narrative style. Each narrative paraphrases a story
shared by the case study participant. This s$le allovrrs the reader to experience
the situation described from the participant's point of view. Analysis follows each
scenario and relates back to the five tenets of Greenleafs theory as discussed in
the review of literature.
The author concludes in both the review of Iiterature and the case study,
that Greenleafs work provides an effective framework for leadership. The author
suggests that although Greenleafs servant-leadership theory does not have al!
the answers, it does provide an effective leadership foundation to build upon.

Overview of Research Question

Description of the Research Problem
ln the fall of 1998 I took a course that provided an overview of many

different leadership theories, one of which was Robert Greenleafs servant-

leadership. At that time, I chose to dismiss further study of the theory because it
struck me as insubstantial. Early in 1999 I read Peter Senge's book The Fifth
Discipline. Senge (1995) stated, "if you are really serious about the deeper
territory of true leadership, I would say, read Greenleaf." (p.

353). I was Ieft

wondering what I had missed.
I don't think my initial response to Greenleafs work is uncommon. What

an individual gains from Greenleaf is based upon where that individual is in their
understanding of leadership (McGee-Cooper, 1995). My appreciation for

Greenleafs work has increased significantly as I have learned more about the
discipline of leadership, but the question remains: does Greenleaf's servantleadership theory provide a sufficiently comprehensive framework for effective
leadership?
I suggest that servant-leadership provides a sufficiently comprehensive

framework for effective leadership. I will illustrate this by:
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It is my intent to illustrate that, if practiced as Greenleaf described, servant-

leadership can be an effective theory of leadership.

2

Review of Literature
Reading Robert Greenleaf's essays is like reading numerous entries in a
personal journal. They read as the reflections of someone that has lived, worked
and observed life over the course of many

years. Greenleaf (1970) said, "these

ideas are not offered as a final statement, but as a record of thinking in transition"

(p 1).

This makes drawing the key elements out of his work challenging. After

discussing "Robeft Greenleaf the man," I will address five of the core servantleadership tenets in this literature review.

lncluded in this review of the literature are perspectives offered by others that
are both critical and supporting of Greenleafs theory.

J

Greenleaf

- The Man

Before discussing any of Greenleaf's ideas, it is important to offer a
perspective on both the man and his work. Greenleaf had two careers. His first
career was spent accepting the challenge tendered to him by a college professor.

The professor encouraged him to go to work inside a large organization and
make a difference (Greenleaf, 1970). Greenleaf took that challenge seriously
and spent 30 years working forAT&T in the area of management research,

development and education. Following his retirement in the late 1960s Greenleaf
began his second career, teaching and consulting. He remained active in his
second career, teaching at institutions such as Harvard and Dartmouth College,
until his death in 1990. lt was during his 30 years with AT&T that Greenleaf
began to develop his idea of servant-leadership.
By the mid1960s Greenleaf was paying considerable attention to the way
services were being provided. ln 1972, he wrote about his perspective on

service, describing a time 100 years previously when communities served one

another. He noted that services today are provided via institutions rather than
through individuals or communities. Greenleaf offered a vivid example of this
change relative to our care for our elders. Historically, family and friends would
care for an elder, but today many of the elderly in our society are cared for by
nursing homes. Greenleaf maintained that with this shift in service came a
certain detachment (Greenleaf, 1972).

According to Greenleaf, this sense of detachment was illustrated by youth
during the 1960s. As a group, Greenleaf observed that they felt little connection
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to the large institutions to which our society had become so dependent.
Greenleaf was worried. lf our society was to be comprised of large institutions,
how could the youth be engaged? How could a greater sense of connection be

developed? Greenleaf thought the key could be found in changing the way we
think about institutions and by improving the quality of the institutions themselves
(Greenleaf, 1972).
Greenleaf believed it was imperative to begin thinking of institutions as
communities comprised of relationships rather than a "thing" separate from the
people who work there (Senge, 1995). Greenleaf (1972) believed that "by
improving the quality of the institution it would be directly proportionate to building
a society that would offer greater creative opportunities to its people" ( p.

2). This

in turn would be a way to engage the young people, allowing them to become

more connected to institutions than ever before (Greenleaf, 1972). Although

Greenleaf understood the issue, he didn't know what method to use to
encourage this change in thinking. lt was then that he remembered the story of
Leo.

Greenleaf read Herman Hesse's book, Journey to the East in the mid-50s.
This story served as an inspiration to him fifteen years Iater when he began to
struggle with how to encourage people to change their thinking around

institutions. Hesse's story speaks to us about Leo, the servant to a group of men
on a journey. He cares for them and guides them. Then one day Leo

disappears and the group struggles. For years they wander. Finally, the narrator
of the tale, one of the men in the group, comes across Leo. Leo is the leader of
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the Order that had sponsored the journey. lt is through this story that Greenleaf
discovered the method for change, "the great leader is seen as a servant first"
(1970, p. 2). This is how the idea of the servant-leaderwas born. Greenleaf
perceived the idea of service first as a fundamental shift in the thinking of most

leaders. lt was much more common for leaders to be served by their followers
(Rost, 1991). ln fact, that frame of reference is quite clear in Hesse's story. All
of the men in the group were used to being served by Leo, percerving him as a

servant and follower. Only at the end of the story does the narrator recognize
Leo's service as leadership. Greenleaf realized through Hesse's story that each

leader must operate from a foundation of service first. That each leader should
serve and be served

- moving back and forth between being a leader and being

a follower. This leads me to address one of the core tenets of servant-

leadership; the relationship between leader and follower.

Tenet One - The lnterconnection between Leader, Follower and lnstitution
Servant-Leadership is about service first

- then leadership.

This premise

allowed Greenleaf to recognize, before many other leadership theorists, that
leadership is about relationships. Greenleaf viewed serving as a moral
imperative. (1970). When he speaks of serving, it is with the understanding that
we are all in service to improve the condition of another person or common

purpose. This, in turn, serves to improve the condition of our society. To serve,
based on Greenleafs definition, is to give freely of your gifts and talents

(Greenleaf, 1970). lwas reminded, as I thought about Greenleaf's premise, of
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Hyde, (1979) who traced the history of "gifting" and maintained that the giving
and receiving of gifts is about relationships. Even though the receiver of a gift (or
service) may not give anything physical back to the giver (leader), they gift the
"giver" in spirit by participating in the experience of giving and receiving. I think

Greenleaf made this same connection when he thought about serving. By
serving others, we "gift" one another through the experience of serving and
receiving that service. I think making this connection allowed Greenleaf to
understand that servant and leader- leader and follower exist as a reciprocal

relationship. Each participant in the relationship giving and receiving. Each is
part of an interconnected

whole. Greenleaf took his understanding of the

relationship between leader and follower and considered the impact of these
relationships inside an institution.
Greenleaf (1972) maintained that individuals serving together "create a
regenerative force within the institution" (p.

1

1)

He suggested that this

regenerative force was at the heart of creating the necessary change in thinking

and behavior. He stated, "l see no other way (for institutions to become more
serving) than that the people who inhabit them serve better and work together

toward synergy

- the whole (institution) becoming

part" (Greenleaf, 1973,

greater than the sum of its

p.21). This statement clearly indicates that Greenleaf

understood people to be part of a community (institution) rather than separate.
Not only was there a relationship between the leader and follower, but in turn

they were connected to and a part of the rnstitution where they worked.
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The diagram provided below illustrates the interconnections that can be
found within these different "levels".
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This illustration demonstrates a "wave", flowing out and receding. For
example, an individual's actions and thoughts impact the relationships they are
in; those relationships impact what occurs inside the organization; and, the

organization impacts society. Now imagine the wave receding. Society
interacts with the organization, which in turn interacts with those inside the
organization, which in turn impact, the individual. lt represents a naturally flowing

system of interconnections.
The understanding that all of these levels are connected was quite new in
the late 1960s. Leadership theorists were still fairly entrenched in the Newtonian

model. This model focused on things rather than relationships. It believed that
the answers would be found by continuing to reduce aspects of a whole into
smaller elements. This led to separating leaders from their followers or the

environment (Wheatley, 1993). Greenleafs (1970) perspective was dramatically
different, maintaining that leaders needed to see themselves as part of an

I

integrated whole that included them, their followers, the organizations where they

worked, and society. (1970)
What contributed to Greenleaf's ability to recognize the possibilities behind
the whole becoming greater than the sum of its parts? lt seems that Greenleafs

appreciation of dialectics contributed to this recognition. Greenleaf (1970) said,
"my world is full of contradictions... I believe in order, and I want creation out of

chaos. My good society will have strong individualism amidst community..." (p.
6)

This quote highlights his understanding of dialectics. lt clearly notes that
he believed that a person could be an individualist and part of a community.

Greenleafs understanding of dialectics is central to his premise that we are a
world comprised of relationships between people

-

both with each other and

within society as a whole. Not all theorists agree with Greenleafs understanding
of interconnected ness.

Tenet One - Opposing Viewpoints
There are those who perceive leadership as a leadertelling and guiding
others to achieve an objective or "doing the leader's wishes" (Bennis and Nanus,
1985; Donaldson and Lorsch, 1983; Kotter, 1988). This group of leadership

deflnitions delivers the message that leadership is doing what the leader wants
done rather than implying any sense of relationship (Rost, 1990). This view is
derived from The Great Man Theory; the assumption that whatever has been

accomplished in this world is the work of great men or women. With the Western
focus on individuality, it isn't surprising that people still gravitate toward this
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theory (Rost, 1993). Yet what this theory leaves out is that leaders need
followers to make things happen (Rost, 1993). lt is only by people understanding
a common purpose or vision and choosing to work toward it that something can

happen. This doesn't diminish that it is critical to have Ieaders who articulate that
vision, but it is the work of the people serving the common purpose that help
achieve it (Greenleaf, 1972).
Although there are those that adhere to the Great Man Theory, it does not

seem

to offer an argument that is strong

enough

to

refute Greenleafs

perspective. Recent discoveries related to the new science of chaos and
quantum physics dispute the value of separating elements and suggest we would

be more effective by considering how things relate to one another.

The

perspective of valuing dialectics and interconnected relationships is one that

Greenleaf introduced

as important to leadership 1970. lt currently finds

significant support in today's leadership literature, specifically with Wheatley
(1992), Smith (1996) and Hennessy, Killian, and Robins (1995).

Tenet One - Supporting Viewpoints
Wheatley (1992) explores the connections between Chaos Theory and
Quantum Physics and applies them to organizational management.
Quantum physics demonstrates that to consider problems we must
consider the relationships between elements and explore how they interact with
one another.

Quantum physics introduces us to a world where elements
change their form based upon what they interact with. lf
nothing exists independent of its relationship with something
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else, we can move away from our need to think of things as
polar opposites. The web of relationships is dominant.

(Wheatley, 1992, p. 27).

A correlation can be made between this quote and Greenleaf's theory. lf
I am a servant-leader, then I need to consider what form my service and leading

take with what and whom I interact. This quote implies that as a result of my
interaction with followers and the situation, I could change "form" and become a

follower. This new science viewpoint seems to support Greenleafs idea that
servants exist only in the context of the relationship they have with those they

serve. He would also argue that institutions are only as good as the people of
which they are comprised (Greenleaf, 1972).lt is these connections that
Wheatley refers to as the "web of relationships."
Another individual who supporls Greenleafs perspective of
interconnectedness is Douglas Smith (199G) the writer says, "we cannot
succeed if we continue to divide ourselves mechanically into leaders and

followers. We need to see ourselves as shifting collaborative who make change
happen" (p. 205). Smith's perspective strongly supports Greenleafs point that
l

the leader exists only in connection to his/her follower and, in turn, it is their work
as a whole that impacts an institution positively.
There are those, such as, Hennessy, Killian, and Robins (1995) who
specifically advocate the use of servant-leadership as the most appropriate form
of leadership in the "new era of integration" (p. 165). They suggest that we "are
in a transitional period between two different ways of dealing with society as a

1t
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whole. The outgoing order is the age of specialization (Newtonian model) and
the incoming, the era of integration" (p 163).They indicate that, "Greenleafs
style of leadership is appropriate to the age of integration " (p. 165). They base
this primarily on the assumption that servant-leadership understands that leaders
and followers must be considered in context to one another, as part of an
integrated whole. Hennessy, Killian, and Robins (1995) maintain that it is the
common thread of service, as leader and follower, that facilitates the sense of

interconnectedness, and as such, makes servant-leadership one of the more
effective leadersh ip theories.
These theorists, either directly, such as Hennessy, Killian, and Robins or
indirectly, such as Wheatley and Smith, all support Greenleafs premise of

interconnection. I think that the perspective of interconnection is powerful and
one that intuitively makes

sense. As noted

by Wheatley, physicists were the first

to begin seeing this sense of interconnection. I hope that the business world
follows their lead.
Now that the tenet of interconnection between leader, follower and

institutions has been considered, I will turn to another servant-leadership tenet;
active agency.

Tenet Two

-

Individuals are Active Agents

Although Greenleaf did not use the term active agency, it seems to aptly

describe his perspective on individuals. "Active Agency" is

a term used in

psychology. lt is the belief that "humans are active, creative, relatively free
constructors of their lives" (Monte 1995, p.

24).

Greenleaf (1970) agreed with
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this perspective, for example, when he stated that "everything begins with the
initiative of an individual"(p. 8). He made the assumption that individual "initiative"

would be based on their desire to serve and their decision to serve using their
unique talent.

Greenleaf (1970) said "each person has a latent desire to serve (to some
extent) and as such should consciously choose to fulfill this desire" (p.

5).

He

suggested that when people deny this "moral imperative", they contribute to
things remaining the same. He believed it was up to each individual to change
things, further maintaining it was their desire to serve, that would enable them to

make change occur (Greenleaf, 1970). He suggested that once the natural
inclination to serve was met, people would than determine how to best serve by
Iooking for situations where they might use their unique talent to lead (Spears,
1998). Greenleaf also believed that it was the leader's responsibility to ensure

that all employees discover their unique talent and develop

it. This assumption

leads to considering how Greenleaf wanted servant-leaders to take an active part

in not only "co-creating" their reality, but also encouraging others to participate in
the creation of theirs.
Greenleaf (1970) presupposed that each servant-leader was committed to
the growth of people. He (1970) suggested that the test of a servant-leader was

"to determine if those served grow as persons; do they, while being served,
become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to
become servants?" (p.

7).

For a servant-leader to do this, they must believe that

l3

people have intrinsic value and that it is the servant-leader's role to help them
identify their talent and assist them in using that talent (Spears, 1995).

ln summary, the servant-leadership tenet of "active agency" suggests that
people contribute toward the creation of their reality, serving as "active agents" in

the process. This tenet also assumes that people have a unique talent or gift
and that they should help to create their reality by using their gift to serve.

The perspective offered by the second tenet of servant-leadership,
Iarge, is

in

a commonly held view in Western culture, (excluding the service

aspect). As a culture that prides itself on individualism, this perspective finds
significant support, yet, there are those who do not agree with the idea that
people actively contribute to creating reality. One individual who proposes a very

different perspective on human behavior is Crick. (1995).
Tenet Two

-

Opposing Viewpoint

Crick (1995) maintains that behaviors are biological properties. He
suggests "Free Will and the capacity for it are not based on human spirit but on
biological reactions" (p. 23)" Crick assumes that individuals have no conscious

choice about the creation

of reality, but "serve as receptors for networks of

neurons that determine actions"

(p 23). This perspective, although interesting, is

not substantive enough to dispute Greenleaf's assumptions about human
behavior. There has been sufficient work done by both social learning theorists
and humanistic theorists to suggest that human behavior is determined by more
than biology.
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Crick approaches human behavior by segmenting or separating the
biological functions from the spiritual. Although Greenleaf didn't offer any
specific comments on the role biology plays in human behavior, he did indicate

that he perceived individuals and the world in an integrated and connected way.
ln light of the discoveries offered through chaos theory and quantum physics, (as
described in the section addressing tenet one), it would seem that Greenleafs
perspective on interconnection and integration is the more substantive position.

There are a number of theorists who support the servant-leadership tenet

of active agency and individual gifts including; Covey (1998), Jaworski (1998)
and Jeffries (1998).

Tenet Two

- Supporting Viewpoints

It is important to note that Covey (1998) personally found Greenleafs
teachings on the topic
uplifting and ennobling"

of individual talent and the use of it to be "inspiring,

(p 1 1).

Covey (1990) maintains that each person must access the "fire within".
He suggests, as did Greenleaf, that each person has a special talent and once
they tap that fire or passion, they should work to increase their capacity to use it.

Based on the information,

it is apparent that Covey agrees with

Greenleafs assumption regarding this tenet

of

servant-leadership. Another

advocate on this tenet of servant leadership is Jaworksi (1998).

Jaworksi (1998) is known for "his exploration of the way leaders deepen

their understanding of reality and gain the capacity to shape the future" (p. 258).

Jaworksi (1998) attributes his introduction

to Greenleafs

servant-leadership
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theory as a primary impetus for his decision to explore leadership from this
perspective. He states.
Due to pivotal events in my life...l had just begun to think
deeply about these (events), when a little pamphlet arrived in

the mail---sent to me, I now think, by Vince Drucker, Peter
Drucker's son. lt was Robert Greenleaf's essay The Seruant
as Leader. I was astounded at the extent to which our ideas
converged. Greenleaf was saying (although ten years earlier)
what lfelt but hadn't heard anyone say in quite the same way
(Jaworski, 1998, p. 259).

Jaworski (1998) maintains that people have the opportunity to
influence their reality by using their

talents. He also agrees

that

servant-leaders should encourage those they serve inside the
organization to discover their talents and use them to serye, therefore
contributing the reality of their organizatlon. Jeffries (1998) is another
individual that supports this tenet of servant-leadership.

Jeffries (1998) suggests that each person has a talent, or what

she refers to as "calling". She (1998) states, "Each of us has been
given unique talents, skills, abilities, and gifts. We don't own them. We

are called to uncover our gifts, develop them, and use the to serve
others" (p. 37) This comment is similar to Greenleafs perspective, and

indicative

of Jeffries support of this

particular tenet

of servant-

leadership.

It would seem that this tenet of

servant-leadership

is

well

supported by the thoughts of others. This support suggests that the
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tenet of "active agency" is an important tenet to consider when thinking
about a comprehensive leadership framework.
Tenet Three - Transformationa! in Nature
Although Greenleaf never used the term transformational to describe
servant-leadership, I think he would have agreed that it is transformational in
nature. Greenleaf (1970) maintained that anyone who considered him or herself
a seruant-leader should take this "test" and answer the following questions: " Do

those served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier,
wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely to become servants themselves?
And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they benefit, or, at
least, will they not be further deprived?" (p.

7). These questions imply, that if

servant-leadership is performed effectively, it will result in a positive
transformation for both the individual and society.
In summary, this servant-leadership tenet presumes that leadership

produces substantive or transforming change in people and society. There are
those that do not agree with Greenleafs assumption that leadership needs to be
transformative to be effective. Both Zalenik (1989) and Sergiovanni (1989)
assume that leaders influence followers to behave in a way that facilitates the
direction the leader wants them to go.

Tenet Three - Opposing Viewpoints
Both Zalenik (1989) and Sergiovanni (1989) suggest that effective

leadership requires a strong leader who is able to influence followers to act in a
way that supports the leader's efforts. Zalenik (1989) uses examples of people
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like Henry Ford and Ross Perot to illustrate his point, while Sergiovanni uses
heads of state. Although the examples both theorists use are of individuals who
influenced people to follow them, they are also examples of individuals who did
so with their desires primariff in mind and without significant consideration for
those who followed. Admittedly, this form of leadership can serve to spark
people, but I question how sustaining the spark is if it is dependent on the leader.

Servant-leadership prompts the individual to discover their own internal spark
and then encourages them to develop that spark into a flame. This perspective

would seem to offer a more sustaining view of effective leadership.
Greenleaf (1970) assumed that effective leadership tapped the unique
talent of each person and encouraged an individual to use it by serving others.
As a result of that service, he assumed individuals, organizations and society
would benefit. This transformational perspective seems like a more substantive
approach then merely doing what a leader wants done.

A number of authors support the servant-leadership perspective of
transformation as an important aspect of leadership. Two such authors are
Burns (1978) and Rost (1993).

Tenet Three - Supporting Viewpoints
Burns (1978) maintains that leadership is a process where "leaders
engage with followers" and "raise one anotherto higher levels of motivation and

morality...and principled levels of judgement" (p. a55). This viewpoint supports

Greenleafs understanding of transformation. Both Burns (1978) and Greenleaf
(1970) assume higher levels of motivation based upon the assumption that
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motivation comes from both the inner "spark" of the individual and the interaction

of leaders and followers. Burns (1978) and Greenleaf (1970) also seem to agree
that leadership should have a moral premise.
Burns' support of Greenleaf's frame of leadership (as it relates to this

tenet) is significant. As one of the most frequently referenced and quoted
authors on the study of leadership, he provides additional credibility to
Greenleaf's position on transformation (Rost, 1993).
Rost (1993) also agrees that transformation is an important aspect of
leadership, although his perspective is somewhat different.

Although Rost (1993) does not include a moral imperative as the basis for
transformation, he does suggest that leadership is a process where "leaders and
followers intend real change. Real means that the changes the leaders and
followers intend must be substantive and transforming" (p. 123). Rost's (1993)
point of view on transformation supports the perspective offered by Greenleaf
(1972), primarily that leadership is a process that is the result of a relationship

between leaders and followers striving for substantive change.
By reviewing the information in this portion of the literature review, it would
seem that Greenleaf offered a comprehensive and integrated leadership

framework by considering transformation on a number of levels, including
personal, organizational, and societal.

The next section of the literature review will address the fourth tenet of
servant-leadership, the importance of vision.

l9

Tenet Four

- Common Vision and Purpose

Greenleaf

(1

972) suggested that to be an effective servant-leader, you

needed to understand and communicate a vision. He didn't think that the leader
had to be the one to develop the vision, but they should be able to articulate it

and keep it "present" for himself/herself and others. Greenleaf (1970) described
vision as an "overarching purpose...something to strive for, to move toward" (p,

9). He felt that nothing lasting could happen without a common purpose

and the

significant support of employees. Greenleaf, (1970) maintained that common
purpose inspired people to work toward something.
It is accurate to say that the majority of those who write about leadership
refer to the importance of a common vision and or purpose. The point of

difference seems to lie more in how they interpret vision and purpose. Rost
(1993) offers a perspective on this point.

Tenet Four - Opposing Viewpoint
Rost (1993) indicates that numerous leadership authors use goals and

vision/purpose interchangeably. He offers authors such as Stogdill and Bass as
examples of those who use these terms as if they were synonymous. Rost
(1993), offers a perspective on the difference between a vision and a goal when
he states that "A vision is a broad, more holistic or integrated idea of the future.

A desired future state. Goals, on the other hand, are usually quite specific, more
segmental and often prioritized "(p. 119). Rost's perspective seems to support
the servant-leadership viewpoint on the need for a common vision or purpose.
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Both authors describe vision as something that is a desired state that is future
oriented

"

There are a number of theorists who support the need for a common

vision/purpose. I have included the viewpoints of Decrane (1996) and Senge
(1990) in this literature review.

Tenet Four

- Supporting Viewpoints

Decrane (1996) defines vision in the following manner, " a compelling

vision is a woilhwhile end that stretches beyond what is known today" (252). He
maintains that this is an essential element of leadership. Decrane (1996) clearly

differentiates goals and vision when he states, "leaders develop goals to achieve

theirvision. Their commitmentto the goals and thus to the vision, is made
obvious by both their actions and their repeated communication" (p. 252).
Decrane (1996) also supports Greenleafs point of view on the importance of
communicating the vision and keeping it "present". His thoughts on this matter

are clearly in line with the role vision plays in servant-leadership. Senge (1990)
also supports the servant-leadership perspective on vision.
Senge (1990) considers vision to be one of the five critical disciplines
necessary for effective leadership. He suggests that it is "impossible to imagine

the accomplishments of AT&T or Apple Computers without sustaining visions" (p.

207). He goes on to state that a compelling and shared vision "uplift people's
aspirations " (p. 207). Senge (1990) suggests that to sustain a vision, people
must become "enrolled" in it and supportive of it.
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The points made by Senge and Decrane regarding vision are very similar
to those made by Greenleaf 20 years earlier. Both authors suggest it is one of
the most vital aspects of leadership and that it serves to inspire people to action.
They also suggest that people must be supportive of a vision if it is to be
sustained.
I would suggest

one.

that Greenleafs perspective on vision was a substantive

Greenleaf (1972) suggested that effective servant-leadership needs a

vision that provides a common purpose that people can support. lt also must be
sustaining and inspiring. He further maintained that once the vision is
determined, a "statement of goals" can be developed to achieve the vision.
(Greenleaf, 1 972,

p 32). lt would seem that he does not fall into the "trap" Rost

(1993) spoke of by using the term's goals and vision synonymously, but
differentiates the two. This leads me to propose that the servant-leadership

viewpoint on this aspect of leadership contributes to an effective framework for
leadership.

Tenet Five - Persuasion as a means of lnfluence
The theory of servant-leadership maintains that the most effective power

is non-coercive and persuasive (Greenleaf, 1972). Greenleaf defined
persuasion as a method of gentle non-judgmental questioning and suggested

that "coercive power only strengthens resistance
the force is strong

the consequence

-

- it is successful only as long as

it is not an organic sustainable form. Only persuasion and

- voluntary acceptance are organic" (Greenleaf

, 1972, p. 32).
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Greenleaf (1970) suggested that to be effective at persuading others, a
person must first have the ability to listen and have open dialogue. He
maintained that a servant-leader would approach problems and issues by

listening. Only after listening and truly understanding the perspective of those
that you are in disagreement with, can you begin to prompt them to think about
their position.
The servant-leadership approach to persuasion encourages leaders to
build consensus within groups. The perception is that once consensus is

established by a number of people, it can result in sustainable change (Spears,
1ee5).

There are not many people that would disagree that the use of persuasion
as a means of influence can be a powerful means of swaying people. Nor are

there many contemporary leadership theorists or authors who today advocate the
use of coercive power. One of the primary points of difference seems to be from

those who advocate different uses of power dependent upon the situation. This
perspective is offered by at least one leadership theorist, Hersey (1984)

Tenet Five

- Opposing

Viewpoint

Hersey (1984) suggests that each leadership situation may require a

different approach to getting things done. For example, Hersey (1984) maintains
that if an individual is not "ready" to perform or make a decision, it is appropriate
for the leader to tell them what to do and how to do

it. lf an individual is

perceived to be more "ready" their opinion can be sought, but the leader would

still make the decision. Only those perceived to be extremely ready would be

-^l
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allowed to make decisions on their own. Hersey argues his point forcefully, yet,
I would suggest

that quicker compliance could be gained by listening to the

employee's perspective on an issue and working with them to determine the best

answer. This would mean that sometimes the leader would need to offer more
information and guidance, but the leader and follower could still make the
decision together. I would further suggest that by involving the employee in the
decision, they would be more likely to assume accountability for both the decision
and their consequent actions.
Both the perspective offered by Rost and my own thoughts on this tenet,
seem to suggest that the servant-leadership position on, persuasion as a means

of influence, is an important and critical aspect for an effective leadership
framework.

There are a large number of leadership authors who would support

Greenleafs perspective on influence. I will present the positions of Rost (1993)
and Lopez (1995),

Tenet Five

-

Supporting Viewpoints

James Rost (1993) suggests that influence is an essential element of

leadership. He perceives influence as the "basis for a relationship between
leader and follower" (p. 106) Rost (1993) suggests that if "leadership is an

influence relationship and influence is persuasion, then two consequences follow.
First, anyone can persuade... leaders and followers influence one another.

Second, leadership as an influence relationship means that the behaviors used
to persuade must be noncoercive" (p. 106).

24

Both Rost and Greenleaf agree that coercion has no place in the
persuasive process. lmplicit in Rost's definition is the importance of listening to
the process of persuasion. Although Rost does not specifically mention the
importance of listening, his definition suggests that persuasion is multidirectional.
lf you agree with Rost's assumption, and I do, it would be necessary for both
leader and follower to listen to the other's point of view in order to be persuaded.

Lopez (1995) is anotherauthorthat supports persuasion as a means of
influence as a critical leadership element. She suggests that " servant-leaders

do not control others. Rather than control, they share.. . Their approach is one
person at a time while seeking always to develop understanding"

(p 156). Her

comments reflect the importance of both noncoercive action and listening. She
uses the example of Greenleafs seruant as leader message as an example of

effective persuasion.
Lopez (1995) states, "Look at Greenleaf himself. His major essay was
published 25 years ago. Today, his model of servant-leadership informs much of

the current leadership literature" (p. 156). Lopez's comment assumes that

Greenleafs model of persuasion is an effective point, othenarise people would not
be using his model of servant-leadership today.
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Review of Literature

- Summary

Comments

At the outset of the paper, I posed the following research question; does
Greenleaf's servant-leadersh ip theory provide a sufficiently comprehensive
framework for effective leadership? Although opposing viewpoints on each tenet
are offered, the perspectives offered by those supporting Greenleafs
perspective, as well as my own, would suggest it does provide a comprehensive
framework for leadership.
The next portion of the paper will consider the same research question,
but from the perspective of applying the tenets of servant-leadership to a case
study.

Methodology
I interviewed one person for this case study. The case study participant

was identified based on the organizational and human resource development
work he performed within his organization. I spent approximately three hours
interviewing the participant during two separate interview sessions. Each
interview prompted the participant to describe his work experience and thoughts

on leadership. I audio taped all interviews and transcribed the tapes myself.
The information provided by the participant is highlighted in three
scenarios that are told in a narrative style. Each narrative paraphrases a story

shared by the case study participant. This style allows the reader to experience
the situation described from the participant's point of view (Leedy 1993). The
analysis that follows each scenario relates back to one or more of the five tenets

of Greenleafs theory as discussed in the review of literature.
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Case Study Scenarios and Analysis

lntroduction of Gase Study Participant
Paden Thomas (this is not the real name of the subject, but one selected

to maintain his confidentiality) is an individual in his early 40's. He is the Vice
President of Human Resource Development at a mid-size financial service

organization in St. Paul. Paden manages a small staff of internal consultants and
is responsible for developing programs that "increase the capacity of the people"
who work at the organization" (lnterview P. Thomas, November 1999).
Paden is a native of the Midwest and the youngest of nine children. He

attended parochial grade school and private junior and senior high school. He
went on to attend the College of St. Thomas, graduating in 1980 with a degree in

Business. He worked for a few years and then went on to get his MBA. lt was
during the early eighties that Paden married and started a family. He managed a

temporary agency for four years before joining the organization he is currently
with in 1985 as a Human Resource Generalist.
Paden held several different positions within the financial services

organization. Shortly after joining the organization, Paden was approached and
asked to manage one of the claims processing units within the business. This

first scenario describes a situation where Paden learned some important lessons.
These lessons relate directly to two of the tenets discussed in the literature

review. One is the understanding that there is a relationship between leader and
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follower. Secondly, this scenario highlights the importance of persuasion as a
means of influencing.

Scenario One
I began managing the claims unit in late 1985. There were a total of 13

peop/e in the

unit.

I learned a lot when I was in this

role. One of the primary

things was just how littte control I have over the informal leaders within any

department or organization! There u/as a woman named Sherry that was a
member of the claims unit I managed. lt didn'f seern to matter what

I said, she

would say something contradictory and mosf of the people in the department
would agree with her. She had an incredible amount of influence. One day, I
was talking with one of the senior people in the department. They were planning
on leaving the department and Sherry H/as the "heir apparent" for fhe senior role.

I was worried about the impact that she might have. She already had a lot of
influence informally. When and if she moved into the senior role, she would have
position power as well. I decided that I needed to talk with her about the

influence she had on the group. I asked to meet with her and

I said, "Sherry this

is what l've noticed. l've noticed that you have more influence on the group than
I

do. Has anyone ever mentioned to you that you have a significant influence on

the other members of the department?

"

She kyas truly surprise d by fhrs. I went

through what would happen within the group when she would disagree in a
negative way with whatever I might be suggesting. I asked her if she understood
the impact this had on the graup, often causing negative feelings and decreased

morale. She sard " no", she didn't realize. lthen asked her if fhis was the impact
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she wanted to have. She said "no." lt was at this point that I made an

agreement with her. I told her that moving forward, anytime I was thinking about
making a change I would come and bounce the idea off of her and she could give
me her thoughts on whaf she thought would work and what wouldn't. She said

that she would do that. I also indicated that she had a respo nsibility to try and
influence in a positive manner as fhe informal leader. She agreed towork on

things. She left the meeting feeling great about providing input and I left the
meeting learning some importanf /essons. First, I realized that I had been really

stupid. I realized that I was making decisions abaut people and then would
wonder why they got upset when I would implement a change. I began to
understand that I never really understood where the people who worked for me
were coming from. I talked about believing people to be capable, but inside I
was going..."man, I don't know if they know what they are supposed to do."
They picked up that belief. I realized that people needed to have input and that

if

I listened and they listened we could put something together that combined our
rdeas. IhIs kind of exchange produced something better than I would have
thought of on my own, plus they would then own the change and be more
committed.

Scenario One - Analysis
This scenario illustrates two key servant-leadership tenets. The first is the
understanding that there is a relationship between servant and those served, or
in language more common to the study of leadership, a relationship between
leader and follower. The second observable tenet is the value of using
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persuasion as a means of influence. This involves listening and involving people

as part of the decision making process rather than "telling" them what to do. I will
first highlight those aspects of Paden's experience that relate to the leader and
fol lower relationsh ip.

As noted in the literature review, Greenleaf assumed that we all operate
in service to one another or a common purpose. This implies that there is a

relationship between those who are serving and those who are being served.
Greenleaf maintained that to enhance individuals, organizations and society, we
need to change our mental framework and begin thinking of leaders and

followers serving one another (Greenleaf, 1970). With this understanding in
mind, it seems clear that both Paden and Sherry learned the benefits of "serving"
one another.
Paden learned through his experience with Sherry that those who worked

for him had something to contribute and he could benefit from their contribution.
Paden indicated that although he said he believed people were capable, he didn't
always follow through and act in a way that supported that belief. His experience

with Sherry helped him understand that he needed to behave in a way that
supported his belief that people were capable and able to contribute. Sherry also
benefited by learning to contribute in a different and more effective

way.

The

experiences of both Paden and Sherry seem to support Greenleafs idea of a
two-way relationship. Each serving one another and benefiting from the

experience. ln turn, it is reasonable to assume this change benefited the
department as well.
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Greenleaf assumed that if we work from the premise of a servant-leader
serving his/her followers, we will know we are effective when, " the efforts result
in people becoming more autonomous and wiser" (Greenleaf, 1977). lf we apply

this "test" to the situation with Paden and Sherry, it could be said that both of
them "pass." Sherry became more autonomous in the sense that she learned to
take ownership for the impact she was having within the department. She
became wiser by becoming not only more self-aware, but more involved in

identifying effective solutions within her department. Paden learned to
appreciate the relationship between him and those that worked for him by
realizing that better solutions were developed when Sherry and the others were
part of the process. He also learned, from involving Sherry more, how to best
communicate with others in the area. By involving Sherry and the staff and
listening to one another, they could produce something that "served" all of their

needs more effectively. The understanding that those being served are
instrumental to developing the best solution is another point that supports

Greenleafs understanding of the relationship between leader and follower.
Greenleaf (1977) believed that the leader needs to move from finding
solutions to "managing the process by which the best solutions can be found" (p.

152). This point

is supported by Paden's realization that he should not provide

the solutions, but should involve those that worked for him in the decision making

process. This leads to highlighting the second servant-leadership tenet in the
scenario, persuasion as a means of influence.
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Paden described how he would be "surprised when he implemented a

change" and the employees responded negatively. Previous to his experience
with Sherry, he implemented changes without considering that it is through the
interaction of employees that change occurs. He operated from a perspective of
telling others what to do, perhaps believing that is what an effective leader does.
Yet, he learned that implementing changes without discussing them with the
people who are impacted doesn't work very well. He noted that what they

produced togetherwas better than what he could have produced on his own.
This is what Greenleaf would refer to as the "regenerative force" of people
working together (Greenleaf, 1972, p. 32). Paden's story seems to support this
point of Greenleafs. As Paden involved others in the decision making process,

the final product was better and the commitment to moving fonarard greater
because people were a part of creating their reality. Another key element of
Greenleaf's ideas on persuasion and influence involves the importance of
listening (Greenleaf, 1970). This aspect is also illustrated in Paden's story.
Both Paden and Sherry seemed willing to listen to one another. Sherry

proved receptive to listening to Paden's feedback about how her behavior
impacted the department. Paden was receptive to listening to Sherry's input on

any ideas that he had regarding possible changes in the department. Paden
seemed to realize the importance of listening when he says, "l realized that
people needed to have input and that if I listened and they listened, we could put
something together that combined our ideas" (P. Thomas, lnterview, 1999). Both
Sherry and Paden seemed to recognize that listening to one another could reap
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benefits for all involved. The experience that Paden shared supports Greenleafs
contention that listening is a key element to the effective use of persuasion to
influence.

This first scenario highlighted the importance of the relationship between
leader and follower and persuasion as a means of influence. The next scenario
highlights two servant-leadership tenets addressed in the literature review, active

agency and transformational leadership.

Scenario Two
It was 1993 and lwas managing the human resource function. The senior
management recognized that there were organizationalrssues. There H/as a lack

af trust between management and employees, and we lacked the ability to take a
long-term perspective on issues. We really had no vision about what we wanted

to

be.

lt was at this time that someone suggesfed I read the book The Seven

Habits of Hiqhlv Effective People. I read the book and thaught fhe messages

contained inside, such as seek first to understand and then to be understood,
could help our organization with the issues around trust and would help create a
vision for how we wanted people to behave.
I decided to learn more about what kind of programs were available to
teach fhese principles, so in November of 1992
lnstitute in Utah. After I came back,

I

I

spent a week at the Covey

sent a note to management and told them

that I had attended this week-longsession about the seyen habits and lwould be
sharing key learnings af a brown bag luncheon. lt was incredible. About 160
people showed

up!

Sixty of them were interested in attending a c/ass right away.

JJ

With the help of some people, I brought in a c/ass to educate people about
fhe Seven Habits.

lt was a great experience. Sxfy of the mosf influential people

in the organization attended the c/ass. No one made them attend, they were
there because they wanted to be there. lt created a groundswell of supportfor
the program and, in 1993, we deliveredseyen totalsessions. This was a
commitment by the organization since the training consrsfed of two full days and

four two-hour sessions. But it H/as the right thing to do at the right time.
The company needed a long-term vision about the kind of behavior we
wanted from employees and leaders, and Seyen Habits was a great place to

sfarf. lt was a/so personally rewarding for me srnce this program drscussed
many af the things I found important personally.

I believe that everyone has

somefhing to contribute. I frequently refer to the story of Paul. Paulsaid that we
are all part of the sa/ne body. Some are the feet, others are the hand, others the

head. We are different, but each equally important to the whole. I believe that
my talenf ts to help people drscove r what their talent is and increase their
capacity to use it.
The messages found within Seven Habits allowed me to help large
numbers of people think about their talents and hopefully increase their capacity
fo use them. The program taught people that any real and lasting change needs
fo sfarf with each individual discovering what their talents are and how fo besf
use

them. lt offered each person an opportunity fo drscover their

talent,

appreciate the talent and gifts of others, and offered practical ideas on how to
work together the mosf effectively so that everyone's' talenfs could be used.
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Anyway, like I said, we launched the classes in early 1993. To date we
have had more than 2000 people go through the c/ass. Although it's difficult to
measure, it has had an impact. People really took the messages that come from

the class confe nt to heaft and you could see peo ple treating one another
differently

-

better. I think that this program helped to create a vision far how we

wanted people to behave and treat one another.

Scenario Two

- Analysis

This scenario highlights two of Greenleafs tenets; active agency and
transformational leadership. I will address active agency first.
This scenario is interesting in that it touches on Greenleafs idea of active
agency in two ways. First, is the assumption that each person has something
special to contribute. The second active agency concept is the importance of a

servant-leader to focus on the development of others(Greenleaf, 1970). This
comes across clearly as something of importance to Paden. Clearly Paden
shared this viewpoint. He used the wonderful story from the Bible to highlight his
perspective on each person possessing a gift yet appreciating that all gifts are

different. He worked to bring in an educational program that communicated that
same message to a much broader audience and by doing so contributed to the
development of numerous people. Paden's experience clearly supports
Greenleaf's premise that we all have an inclination (at some level) to serue and
we serve by determining how to use our individual talents. (Greenleaf, 1970).
Paden's story also supports Greenleafs idea that initiatives begin with an
individual (Greenleaf, 1970). lt is clear from the story that Paden tells that no one
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asked him to learn about Seven Habits or bring the educational program into the

organization. He knew that there were issues within the organization and he
acted as an individual to get information about how they could educate people
inside the company. This is not to say that he alone made it happen, but his
initiative and desire contributed greatly to bringing the program into the

organization. Paden's story seems to support Greenleafs premise that an
effective servant-leader must be willing to serve by using their talent to help

others. Paden's story also touches on the idea of transformational leadership,
another tenet of servant-leadership.

As noted in the literature review, Greenleaf considered the desire to serve
as a motivational force that would transform individuals and society. His Iitmus
test was in the form of a question, "Do those served become healthier, wiser and
more autonomous? Are they more likely to become servants themselves? Does

society benefit in some way?" (Greenleaf, 1970,

p 7).

Using this understanding

as the premise for transformational leadership, I would suggest that Paden's

story is representative of this aspect of servant-leadership.
Paden described Seven Habits as a program that prompts people to
identify their gifts or talents and learn how to increase their capacity to use those

talents. Assuming that the program had an impact on the individuals that
attended it, it would be logical to assume that those who attended learned more
about themselves and what they are capable of. They also learned how to
increase their capacity to use the talents they had. lf this happened, it also

seems reasonable to assume that the people became wiser and more

36

autonomous as a result of whatthey had learned. This supports one of the key
ideas behind transformational and servant-leadership. But what about the other
"test" element identified by Greenleaf? Did Paden and the Seven Habits classes

favorably impact society? Does Paden's experience imply this level of impact?

I

believe it could.
I

think if all of the individuals benefited in the way described above, then

we could assume they impacted the organization favorably. Paden did not
provide much information on this point, other than to say that the education
impacted the organization in a positive manner. lf those who attended the

training impacted the organization in a favorable way, and we believe Greenleafs
assumptions, the organization in turn, impacted society in a favorable way
(Greenleaf, 1972). I realize that to directly correlate one impacting the other is a
stretch of anyone's faith in cause and effect relationships, yet there is an intuitive
logic to Greenleafs assumption. He felt that if institutions could become more

serving (based on the efforts of those inside the organization), they would
contribute to the society becoming more serving (Greenleaf, 1970). Certainly
Paden's story would support this kind of assumption.
I have used Paden's stories to illustrate the servant-leadership tenets of

persuasion as a means of influence, transformational leadership, active agency
and the importance of the leader/follower relationship. This final scenario will
highlight the importance of a common vision.

1-
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Scenario Three

ln late 1997 I worked with fhe Senior Vice President of Human Resources
fo assess urhere the organization was culturally. The senior team for the
busrness had clarified their busrness sfrafegy and needed to determine if we had
the kind of culture and capacity to achieve the new strategy. I worked with the

SyP and a small number of officers fo do an assessmenf. From this
assess/nent, we identified that there were a number of cultural attributes that we
had that we wanted to keep, but there were nine attributes that we would need to
add if, as an organization, we were going to achieve our strategy.

It was early in 1998 that fhe

Sen

ior Vice President formed the Metavia

Team. Meta ls Greek for "change" and via is Greek for "the way". This team was
created to change the way we behaved as an organization. lt was our purpose
to determine a way in which our organization could incorporate the nine attributes
we would need to be successful. Each of us took an attribute and wrote a
definition of what that attribute meant and what it wauld look like if we were

successful at incorporating it into our culture. Then each of us brought our
definition back to the team and we reviewed and reached agreement on what all
nine meant and what our organization would look like. Ihese definitions,

combined with our vision, guide our actions.
The team is comprised af some af the most influential people inside the
organization, so u/e really have a lot of talent to work with. As a result of this,
things haven't always been easy. We have a lot of different perspecfives that are

ao
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offered and sometimes we find ourselves wandering and losing track of what we
are really about. One of the team members fook on the role of bringing us back
to our purpose or

vision He's great about asking us, okay we've just been

talking about doing "x". lf we do this, will it help our culture incorporate one of the

nine attributes? His ability fo ask this quesfion at critical momenfs helps all of us
refocus on what we are really about. lt's been a challenging and positive

experience to be on this team. I think we have made an impact though. We
have officer and leadership meefings quarterly and this helps us get information
out about what we are trying to do. The Metavia team so/rcrfs input at these

group meetings about what is working and what isn't and uses it to help us stay
on track.

Scenario Three

- Analysis

Greenleaf believed that to be an effective servant-leader you needed to
understand and communicate a vision. He didn't feel that the leader had to be

the one to develop the vision, but they should be able to articulate it and keep it
in front of them as a beacon (Greenleaf, 1970). Greenleaf (1970) describes

vision as an "overarching purpose...something to strive for, to move toward" (p,

9).

He felt that nothing lasting could happen without a sense of direction and

common purpose. And it was this common purpose that inspired people to work
toward something (Greenleaf, 1970). Paden's story seems to support
Greenleafs assumptions about the importance of vision.
Paden talked about the name of their team being "change the way" in

Greek. This strikes me as a powerful message and obviously part of what the
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vision encouraged them to do. The team came together with the common
purpose of determining how they could change their organization's culture. They
used as their guide the vision of an organization that possessed additional

cultural attributes and used the attribute papers that were written as guides to
keep them on track. lf they had not had a common understanding of what they

wanted to achieve and what it would look like, it would have been difficult to
move forward. This supports Greenleafs premise that a vision is necessary to

create an overarching purpose and to serve as means of inspiring people to work
toward something (Greenleaf, 1970). Paden also described the benefit of having
someone pull the group back to the vision and purpose. lt was Greenleafs
(1970) contention that the question "What are you/we trying to do?" was one of

the easiest to ask and most difficult questions to answer

(p 9). The team

member's willingness to ask this question consistently helped the group focus on
providing an answer. By raising this question when the group was struggling, it
helped them keep the vision in mind. This supports Greenleafs contention that

effective servant leadership not only has a vision, but keeps the vision in site at
all times (Greenleaf, 1970).

Summary of Case Study Analysis
I framed both

the review of literature and the case study analysis by

indicating that there were five key tenets to Greenleafs servant-leadership

theory. The tenets included: the importance of the relationship between leader
and follower, the belief in active agency, the element of transformational
leadership, persuasion as a means of influence and the importance of vision.

40

After each scenario I indicated how Paden's experience supported these tenets
and many of Greenleaf s assumptions. As evidenced by the information
provided, it would appear that Paden's experiences supported Greenleaf's
assumptions.

With information provided, from both the literature review and the case
study, it is appropriate to return to the research question posed at the outset of
this paper: Does Greenleafs servant-leadership theory provide a sufficiently
comprehensive framework for effective leadership?

4t

Conclusion
ln the literature review, I considered the merits of servant-leadership from
a theoretical perspective by providing opposing and supporting viewpoints for the

five identified tenets. At the conclusion of the literature review, I maintained that,
theoretically, servant-leadership had a sufficient level of support within both the
academic and business communities to be perceived as an effective framework
for leadership.
The case study provided a means of assessing the effectiveness of the
theory from a practice or application point of view. My intent at the outset was to
demonstrate that if servant-leadership were practiced as Greenleaf described, it
would be a framework for effective leadership. Appreciating that this study
included only one subject, I suggested based on my analysis, that servant-

leadership, in practice, could be an effective framework for leadership.
ln my definition of the research question I indicated that as I learned
more about leadership, I came to appreciate Greenleaf's theory more. I think this
is a critical aspect to consider. I do not maintain that Greenleaf has all of the
answers to effective leadership, but I do think I have demonstrated that he
provides a framework orfoundation that forms a solid basis from which to think

about leadership. lwould suggestthat the five tenets be considered the building
blocks for further research and interpretation. As people grow in their
understanding of leadership by both study and practice, they can continue to add
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to the foundation that Greenleaf's ideas provide. This leadership foundation or

framework seems to be one of Greenleaf s most powerful legacies.
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